SI UNITS-ARE WE LEADERS ORFOLLOWERS?
Pamela C. Evans and John D. Cleary IN 1980. the New England Journal ofMedicine (NEJM) initiated a trial use of Systeme International (SI) units concomitantly with conventional units for manuscripts submitted. Instructions to the author were then changed in 1987 requiring units to be expressed primarily in SI units. Conventional units could be included in parentheses if the author desired. In 1986, the Journal ofthe American M edical Association followed NElM's lead.' However, in a January 1992 editorial, NEJM has "retreated"! Edward Campion stated that "the Journal will not convert to using only SI units. Beginning with this issue, we shall use primarily conventional units, giving SI units in parentheses. Figures and tables will use conventional units but with conversion factors given in legends or footnotes.'? America prides itself on being a world leader, especially in the realm of medical technological advances. Unfortunately, in this instance we have been left behind and it is time for us to press forward. Change is often not easy. It will be hard for some to adapt to the SI system, but in this circumstance, it is essential. SI units are the most advanced and meaningful version of the metric system. 1 The mole, as the unit of mass, is technically and pharmacologically more meaningful than the gram, because physiologic reactions occur on a molecular level. The US Department of Commerce, National Institute of Standards and Technology (NIST), has printed the definitive reference on this system.'
The US government has made several legislative changes regarding conversion to the use of SI units. By 1999, the European Economic Community is planning to use SI units exclusively. In fact, most countries in the world currently use SI units," The US Council for Energy Awareness is campaigning aggressively to keep the US in concert with Europe." However, we are procrastinating.
At this time our major international competitors are manufacturing laboratory equipment that delivers measurements in SI units. If US companies are slow to realize that this change is inevitable, our nation will lose its market share to foreign competition.' The same scenario is true for laboratory reagent manufacturers. Industry should be preparing now for the change to increase business, not only at home, but for export.
The American Society of Clinical Pathologists took its first step in 1988 by producing computer software and a nomogram to assist with the change.' Beginning in 1992, the American Board of Pathology will use only SI units in board examinations. ' International cooperation and communication in the fields of medicine, science, and clinical research has increased in recent years. In this spirit, English has been
The Annals ofPharmacotherapy • 1993 January, Volume 27 • 97 adopted as the common language for discussion and debate. It would seem appropriate therefore, that international collaboration would be further enhanced by our joining the global trend of using SI units. Many countries look to the US as the pacesetter in medical research. If our journals continue to avoid the use of SI units, we may be limiting valuable interaction with our overseas colleagues.
Many disadvantages of using SI units have been cited: increased cost, need for education, the possibility of lifethreatening errors if laboratory values are not understood, and lack of public acceptance. The disadvantage stated most often by the medical community, who is possibly the most reluctant to change, is the lack of demonstrated benefit. Many authors have suggested that the conversion to SI units would confuse the public, who are at last paying attention to their "number" as promoted by the National Cholesterol Education Program." We suggest that this "number" in moles will mean as much as milligrams when a normal range is provided.
We need to stop our egocentric procrastination. The education of our students is already in progress, as exemplified by our pathology associates. Let us continue to educate practitioners by reporting laboratory values in SI units, followed by conventional units in parentheses. This is both a rational and relatively painless transition method. Switching solely to SI units should be the next step toward conversion.
The Annals ofPharmacotherapy should continue to require SI units with conventional units in parentheses for manuscript submission. This is evidence to our global colleagues of our determination to fall in line with them. It also serves as a teaching tool for us American clinical pharmacists. In the words of Mary de la Riviere Manley (1663-1724), from her play 'The Lost Lover," there is "No time like the present!"
